









El cuerpo politico 
Constitucion y sobreexposicion 


Abraham San Pedro 


No hay cuerpo natural. Solo cuerpo politico. Cuerpos politicos. Inscrito en el grupo, la 
familia, sociedad y sistema de produccion, todo cuerpo no es sino un artefacto producto 
del sistema economico y politico en el que esta generado y desde donde se ha constituido 
en su regimen visual. A partir de la primera palabra escuchada, el mito del cuerpo natural 
queda abolido. El software del lenguaje va instalandose en el hardware biologico desde 
el momento en que nacemos para formatear cualquier posible atisbo de naturalidad en 
el. Asl, el regimen de produccion de saber/poder queda programado indeleblemente en 
cada cuerpo para proseguir un proceso de culturizacion -de upgrade continuo- que solo 
acabara con la desactivacion del cuerpo (su muerte flsica). 

Una operacion continua de remodelacion corporea atraviesa la historia de la vida 
colectiva. Una sistematica donde sobre el cuerpo biologico/organico queda inscrito y 
superpuesto el cuerpo politico, ya que solo asl -dentro de un sistema cultural- podra in- 
teractuar y desplegarse como actor . 1 Igualmente, el cuerpo organico colectivo (el grupo, 
la comunidad), solo puede existir operativamente como sujeto activo cuando toma forma 
de cuerpo politico (sociedad civil), adoptando la morfologla y valores que el sistema de 
produccion inocula en el. Existir pollticamente exige integrarse en la logica disciplinaria 
de las identidades. 

Pensar un cuerpo es pensar su valor politico, su capacidad semiotica de accion en la 
arena polltica. Ocupar un cuerpo es ocupar un espacio politico, un terreno ideologico 
y economico. Operar desde un cuerpo no es sino implementar -de un modo u otro- el 
sistema disciplinario, sus modos de produccion de saber/placer y de capital. Ocurre en- 
tonces que nos encontramos ante el cuerpo como el mas genuino producto politico; esto 
es, ante un artefacto generado por las logicas tecnicas de la economla polltica y visual del 
sistema. 
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1 El hombre, como ya definiera Aristoteles, es un Zoon Politikon , esto es, un animal politico, enten- 
diendo por polltica, la red de relaciones, discursos, practicas e instituciones que atraviesan a todos 
los sujetos de forma horizontal y permeable. 


Sin embargo, los cuerpos seriados mantienen la capacidad de dislocarse, de reubicarse 
en la trama del sentido global; aun portando sus mismos significantes, son capaces de 
aplicar una estrategia de recolocacion en el discurso, variando as! su significado. Es esta 
operacion de desplazamiento la que Pedro Garhel ejecuta con su trabajo en torno al cuer- 
po. Se trata de un planteamiento con el que ardcula su propio cuerpo como dispositivo 
politico entregado a una estrategia de intervention enunciativa y performativa. 

La estrategia de Garhel es la estrategia del cuerpo intruso. Un agente narrativo ines- 
perado que relata, expone y adelanta los conflictos, necesidades y retos en el proceso de 
constitution, consolidation, expansion y disolucion del cuerpo politico de la sociedad 
espanola. Una trama evolutiva que va desde la dictadura, pasando por los pactos de la 
Transition, hasta su consolidation y expansion a traves de los mass media , y su posterior 
desactivacion bajo la llamada “democracia de la opinion publica”. Un ciclo de vida en el 
que convergen dos niveles de analisis, dos historias simultaneas: las transformaciones en 
la sociedad civil (cuerpo politico) y las de los sujetos biologicos (cuerpo organico). Una 
secuencia evolutiva enunciada (y anunciada) a traves de la obra que desarrollo a lo largo 
de las dos decadas que paso en Madrid. 

El cuerpo como dispositivo politico 

Siglos de identification entre cuerpo humano y trascendencia atraviesan Occidente. 
Desde el canon de Policleto hasta Madame Bovary ciertos valores ontologicos se in- 
cardinan como reflejo y participation de la divinidad en los cuerpos hasta llegar a un 
siglo xx que, con su huida tecno cientifica de la trascendencia y la belleza, deja al cuerpo 
desamparado frente a si mismo. Remitiendose solo a su propia carnalidad, su centralidad 
en la vida social parecia tener los dias contados. Afortunadamente para el, la Guerra Fria 
desplazo el conflicto politico desde el ambito de los Estados-nacion hacia la superficie 
de los cuerpos (la politica de bloques, McCarthy y su cruzada en Estados Unidos, el 
nacionalcatolicismo en Espana...) convirtiendo, a la postre, cada uno de los ciudadanos 
en enemigos o aliados potenciales en un enfrentamiento sin fin. Sustentado en la teoria 
estructuralfuncionalista de Parsons 2 y justificando el conflicto en las teorias de la eleccion 
racional, el mundo que se configura tras la Segunda Guerra Mundial es un espacio dis- 
ciplinario que busca desesperadamente el equilibrio. Para ello, y en una operacion logica 
altamente eficiente, se recurre a un estado de continua excitation de los cuerpos 3 y del 
propio sistema politico. 

Esta operacion de deslizamiento de la arena politica hacia el terreno biologico es la 
que propicio que cuerpo social y cuerpo biologico quedaran identificados como equiva- 
lentes, no ya por vicariato, sino por pura pertenencia y sinecdoque. Donde antes estaba 
Dios ahora el Orden Social ocupa su lugar. Los cuerpos -cada uno de ellos- pasan a 


2 Para comprender el horizonte del orden social y su cosmos tecnico-politico hegemonico durante la 
Guerra Fria resulta esencial la obra de Parsons, Talcott: El Sistema social (publicado originalmente 
en 1951). 

3 La nueva topologia politica de este orden bipolar mundial recurre a una continua excitation de los 
cuerpos (basado en la sospecha, la delation y la identidad) como modo mas eficaz de mantener el 
estado de alerta que legitime su autoridad. 
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constituirse como el item politico donde los sistemas de production de sentido y de la 
economia operan en una batalla sin fin. 

Cuando Pedro Garhel llega a Madrid en 1974, Espana se deslizaba por un espacio 
en los limites de la representation, por un “borde del presente”. 4 Los cambios que se 
estaban produciendo -y los que estaban por suceder- ponian de manifiesto no solo la 
escasez de terminos para definir la realidad, sino una inminente aparicion de realidades 
sociologicas hasta ahora desconocidas que habia que dibujar y negociar. El pais debia 
configurar su identidad y, con ella, la de sus ciudadanos. El cuerpo politico de los espa- 
noles podia al fin -con sus multiples acciones emergentes— auto-determinarse. Es en estas 
zonas intersticiales, entre lo conocido y lo por conocer, donde la labor de Pedro Garhel 
desarrolla su estrategia. La abstraction simbolica en la construction de un cuerpo politico 
(la sociedad civil espanola) es abordada desde el yo, encarnada en el propio cuerpo. Un 
cuerpo que trasciende la mera participation para intentar operar como vehiculo lingiiis- 
tico colectivo, 5 sirviendo de catalizador a la necesidad social de reflexion; un proceso de 
reflexion colectiva que posteriormente seria denominado “Transition”. 

El hecho de que Garhel utilice su propio cuerpo como dispositivo politico (y, en con- 
secuencia, como artefacto artistico) debe ser interpretado como un ejercicio de intrusion, 
de reapropiacion, y de toma de conciencia civica. El suyo es un trabajo eminentemente 
gramatical, de semantica colectiva, un ejercicio de responsabilidad respecto de su propio 
contexto sociopolitico; en definitiva, un ejercicio univoco pero dual: por un lado, en 
ocasiones expresa la realidad de los cambios que entonces acontecian (el “ser”), por otro, 
incardina la voluntad colectiva (el “deber ser”). 

Como si de una imagen especular se tratase (de espejo invertido, pues se ejecuta como 
intruso enunciativo), el dispositivo/cuerpo de Garhel se constituye en una operation 
inversa de los procesos productivos del posfordismo. Frente a la capitalization y priva¬ 
tization de los cuerpos que el sistema inscribia con sistematica eficiencia, el dispositivo/ 
cuerpo de Garhel invierte su sentido, descapitalizandolo y colectivizandolo. Estamos 
ante una afrenta a lo corporeo como un producto serial de los procesos de production 
de capital; tambien asistimos a su estetizacion despolitizadora. Toda una estrategia de 
reversion de la logica capitalista de los cuerpos para repolitizarlos. 

El cuerpo constituyente 

En 1975, una vez desaparecido el dictador, el cambio politico es percibido como una 
necesidad imperiosa por casi toda la sociedad espanola. Pero mas alia de transformacio- 
nes en el ambito de la tecnologia juridica, lo que estaba sobre la mesa era la desaparicion 
de una identidad central sin fisuras, unificada (. Espana como Unidad de Destino en lo 
Universal), que habia cimentado la construction del regimen disciplinario sobre los cuer¬ 
pos durante cuarenta anos de dictadura. Simultaneamente a lo que ya venia ocurriendo 
en Occidente desde hacia algunas decadas, el principal problema es la rotura de la gestalt 
de “yo”. De un “yo” individual y colectivo a un tiempo. Entra asi Espana en una zona 


4 Irazuzta, Ignacio: “La sociedad en los bordes”. “Una representation ritual de la construction/ 
deconstruction de las fronteras sociales”, en Polltica y sociedad, n ° 36, Madrid, 2001, pp. 39-53. 

5 Desde un punto de vista hegeliano podriamos entender que el cuerpo de Pedro Garhel cuando 
ejecuta sus obras, deja de ser el para convertirse en lo Universal. 
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incierta, abierta a las posibilidades infinitas de constituirse en su identidad como cuerpo 
politico, como actor capaz de definir su naturaleza. 

De este primer periodo en Madrid hay dos obras de Pedro Garhel que manifiestan 
la activation de su dispositivo/cuerpo en el proceso de constitucion de la sociedad espa- 
nola como cuerpo politico: Escultura viva y Presencia. En Escultura viva (1977) Garhel, 
encerrando (o liberando) los cuerpos en mallas blancas, robandoles sus atributos de di- 
ferenciacion y de morfologia, no hace sino dar la vuelta al cuerpo y dejar al descubierto 
el interior que, escindido de su forma aparente, muestra su naturaleza interior revelada. 
Este ocultamiento formal opera como un desvelamiento de la esencia (lo que es y no 
puede dejar de serlo). Al mismo tiempo, aqui la problematica del yo/cuerpo no es ajena 
a la temporalidad, inestabilidad y ductibilidad del nuevo cuerpo posmoderno, alejado 
de aquel, ya obsoleto, hijo de la modernidad. Aquel cuerpo/sujeto moderno cartesiano 
deviene ahora cuerpo diseminado. Poroso. Un cuerpo fluido, cambiante, vulnerable a lo 
contingente, que se desvela como efectivamente vivo. 

Al observar la documentation sobre Presencia (1981), resuenan las palabras del jurista 
constitucionalista aleman Carl Schmitt cuando describia el proceso politico constituyen- 
te: “Constitucion = el principio del devenir dinamico de la unidad politica, del fenome- 
no de la continuamente renovada formation y erection de esta unidad desde una fuerza 
y energia subyacente u operante en la base”. 6 Esta description de la erection del sustrato 
politico en los momentos de constitucion juridica, describe, como si el propio Schmitt 
(viajando en el tiempo sesenta anos) hubiera estado en 1981 ante la action de Garhel. 
Solo atendiendo a la inscription de la obra en el especial momento de constitucion del 
cuerpo politico espanol puede entenderse plenamente la univoca lectura de esta action: 
un sustrato que subyace y que emerge para activarse politicamente. 

El cuerpo transactional 

En Tu cuerpo es un campo de batalla (1989), resumia Barbara Kruger la decada los ochen- 
ta -y aledanas-. Tras esta afirmacion -que hay que contextualizar en las reivindicaciones 
feministas y los estudios posestructuralistas- 7 se esconde una postura critica ante la so¬ 
ciedad disciplinaria de production de los cuerpos. El contexto internacional de conser- 
vadurismo inaugurado por la ascension al poder de Margaret Thatcher y Ronald Reagan 
en 1980 plantea un escenario semiotico radicalmente diferente al de la decada anterior. 
Recesion monetaria, reconversiones industriales, el ascenso de Jomeini, la creciente so¬ 
ciedad de los mass media , la aparicion del SIDA y de la MTV -con su superestructura li- 
bidinal del consumo-, la perpetua amenaza atomica y un exaltado culto al cuerpo (estilo 
californiano) jalonan un principio de decada que ira redefiniendo el cuerpo y sus usos. 

A este horizonte conceptual que lentamente permeara Espana durante la decada, hay 
que sumar el principal asunto que en ese momento tenia entre sus manos la sociedad 
espanola: su propia definition. El paso de Gemeinscbaft a Gesellschaft en los parametros 
de Tonnies. No hay comunidad, y mucho menos sociedad civil (cuerpo politico) si no 
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6 Schmitt, Carl: Teoria de la Constitucion, Madrid, Alianza Universidad Textos, 1992, p. 31. 

7 Al frente de las que nunca hay que olvidar la imprescindible Historia de la Sexualidad de Michel 
Foucault, y su posterior epigono queer con Judith Butler y las teorias performativas del genero. 


hay un pacto y negotiation en torno a los procesos de identification colectiva. 8 En el caso 
de aquella sociedad espanola, la operation que se estaba pactando no era sino la de la 
suma de posturas y autoimagenes colectivas. El reconocimiento de el otro ILo Otro como 
identico y participante de un mismo sistema de valores. 

Tal y como afirmaba Lipset, 9 la clave para la integration de la ciudadanla en una 
democracia -mas alia del crecimiento de la clase media y de un desarrollo economico 
determinado-, se encuentra en la negociacion, moderation, en el pacto entre los agentes 
politicos. Un proceso equiparable en la esfera de los cuerpos biologicos, puesto que el 
cuerpo individual es el lugar de negociacion con el mundo donde cada uno transacciona 
sus contratos con el exterior. Las superficies de cada individuo no son sino los contratos 
vinculantes con los otros, el espacio de definition de las relaciones contractuales. La piel 
-politica y biologica- es papel ante notario. 

De este momento pactista de identidades e intereses, de reconocimientos mutuos, de 
necesaria superposition de las posturas de reforma y ruptura, son buen reflejo Solar 1990 
(1983), Ok/Ok (1982) o Bikanten (1984). En Solar 1990 un cuerpo que, enfundado en 
una malla blanca emerge de un solar abandonado, es el otro, una alteridad desconocida 
que busca su reconocimiento entre los transeuntes de Madrid. Garhel, oculto bajo la piel 
blanca de la malla, es Lo Otro, que busca aceptacion en la diferencia, es el espejo (no tan 
convexo) desde donde -a traves de los procesos de identificacion y diferenciacion- cada 
uno de los ciudadanos interceptados en esa action puede construirse, al pactar la diferen¬ 
cia, como elemento basico de entendimiento social. En Ok /Ok, utilizando el recurso de 
una discusion de pareja, condensa la naturaleza esencial de conflicto: dos cuerpos enfren- 
tados luchando por imponerse. En esta obra, simultaneamente a las narraciones micro, 
resuenan con fuerza los enfrentamientos de las dos Espanas obligadas a reconocerse y 
convivir. Bikanten abunda en la notion de interconexion humana, pero introduciendo 
un elemento que configurara su posterior discurso y practica creativa: la pantalla televisi- 
va. Mientras la television permanece encendida, interfiriendo con su misma presencia, la 
comunicacion entre los performers es imposible. Un nuevo escenario tecnico y mediatico 
emerge desde los salones de cada hogar. 

El cuerpo de la opinion publica 

Al abrigo del desarrollo de los medios de comunicacion de la decada de los ochenta, los 
sistemas democraticos occidentales entran en una nueva fase. Sin apenas exception la 
expansion y penetration de los procesos de information en una cada vez mas extensa so¬ 
ciedad civil (cuerpo politico expandido) va configurando una base social crecientemente 
informada, y por tanto, capaz de generar opiniones fundamentadas en el conocimiento. 


8 Como afirma Marisa Revilla: “La importancia de la participacion politica radica, mas alia de la 
posibilidad de ingreso de los individuos en el escenario politico, en la incorporation de los procesos 
de identificacion colectiva en la production del orden social y politico y en la intervention de los 
intereses colectivos en el desarrollo de la democracia”, Revilla Blanco, Marisa, “Participacion poli¬ 
tica: lo individual y colectivo en el juego democratico ” en Benedicto, Jorge y Moran, Maria Luz, 
Sociedady politica, temas de sociologia politica, Madrid, Alianza, 1996, p. 299. 

9 Lipset, Seymour Martin: El hombrepolitico (publicado originalmente en 1963). 
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Sin embargo, este cambio de grado deriva en un cambio de cualidad, 10 al incorporar 
a la prensa los mass media y, sobre todo, los sondeos electorales y estudios demoscopi- 
cos como nuevos actores determinantes en la action politica. La creciente relevancia de 
estos elementos comunicacionales -que acaban por situarse como centrales en el sistema 
politico- transforman el juego democratico en lo que se conoce como democracia de la 
opinion publica. 

La dependencia del feedback informativo -que determina la action politica al margen 
de los mecanismos legitimos de las urnas- puede resumirse con las palabras de Alain 
Mine cuando afirma: “De esta forma se impone un extrano culto a lo inmediato, que 
entra en evidente sintonia con el totalitarismo de la instantaneidad que practica con toda 
la naturalidad la television: hay que captar los deseos de la opinion e inclinarse ante ellos, 
en cada instante y en cada situation”. 11 El desarrollo tecnico -mediante un incremento de 
la cantidad de la information disponible-, acaba por transformar los mecanismos opera¬ 
tives, y a la postre, la propia naturaleza del sistema de decision politica. Esto es, su misma 
esencia democratica. Atrapados en los incesantes flujos informativos, politicos y politica 
entran en el terreno de la espectacularizacion y la transparencia total de la sociedad de la 
information. Banalizacion como estrategia adaptativa que conduce, inexorablemente, a 
la politica como simidacro 12 de si misma. Mas presente que nunca en la vida ciudadana, 
la vida politica muta en espectaculo catodico para todos los publicos. 

Como en un espejo perfecto, los cuerpos individuates sufren simultaneamente el 
mismo proceso de sobreinformacion y saturation. La cultura del body building, la demo¬ 
cratization de la cirugia plastica y reparadora, el culto al cuerpo, la renovada y constante 
excitation de las miradas hacia los cuerpos del deseo gracias a la cultura televisiva son 
parte del mismo proceso de mediatizacion libidinal. El cuerpo se erige como bidimen- 
sional al afirmar rotundo su naturaleza de mercancia y su valor de mercado. Spots co- 
merciales, videoclips y sondeos electorales se coaligan en un unico fenomeno global de 
reconfiguration de los cuerpos. 

Ante esta incorporation del sistema de aparatos en el funcionamiento mismo de los 
cuerpos, Garhel responde con una nueva etapa de creation en la que la television -como 
signo (y simbolo) directo de los mass media- se incorpora a su trabajo como un actor 
mas. En este tramo creativo, lo que subyace es la necesidad de replantear las relaciones 
entre el hombre y sus sistemas de artefactos, la exigencia de repensar -por obsoleta- la 
distincion entre objeto y sujeto que definia hasta entonces las categorias experienciales. 


10 Como seminalmente afirmaba McLuhan alia por 1965 “[...] el medio es el mensaje [...] esto 
significa simplemente que las consecuencias individuales y sociales de cualquier medio, es decir de 
cualquiera de nuestras extensiones, resultan de una nueva escala que introduce en nuestros asuntos 
cualquier extension o tecnologia nueva”, McLuhan, Marshall: Comprender los medios de comunica- 
cidn. Las extensiones del ser human, Barcelona, Paidos, 1994, p. 31. 

11 Minc, Alain: La borrachera democratica. El nuevo poder de la opinion publica , Madrid, Temas de 
hoy, Madrid, 1995 (p. 194). 

12 Tal y como afirmaba Jean Baudrillard en 1984: “La transpolitica es la transparencia y la obsceni- 
dad de todas las estructuras en un universo desestructurado”; y anade al hablar del simulacro propio 
de los tiempos: “Lo real no se borra a favor de lo imaginario, se borra a favor de lo mas real que lo 
real: lo hiperreal. Mas verdadero que lo verdadero: como la simulacion”, Baudrillard, Jean: Las 
estrategias fatales, Barcelona, Anagrama, 1997, p. 25 y 9 respectivamente. 
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Asi, Ewas (1985) muestra una situation de intima interaction entre una madre y su 
hija que es modificada pauladnamente por la presencia de una camara de video. Vemos 
aqui como la inclusion de un artefacto tecnico -que va mostrandose en virtud de sus efec- 
tos distorsionadores de la action como un sujeto mas- incide en la obsoleta distincion 
entre sujeto animado y objeto inanimado. Una reflexion tambien sobre las consecuencias 
de la tele-comunicacion en las esferas intimas, de como la posibilidad de ser tele-visado 
altera los mas intimos comportamientos. Con Atldntida (1986) y Dedicado a la memoria 
(1986) Garhel confecciona mosaicos de autoimagenes basadas en las tecnologias visuales 
telematicas, imagos yoicas fragmentarias, sinteticas y mediatizadas. Nuevos modelos ex¬ 
pandidos (del yo). Visiones determinadas por el soporte tecnico donde se construyen. De 
nuevo un aviso sobre la inevitable alteration de la naturaleza de los cuerpos cuando su 
horizonte de existencia migra hacia el espacio mediatico. Por su parte, Big Bang (1986) 
incide en la estructura fragmentaria, parcial, repetitiva de la recreation del acontecimien- 
to una vez que la realidad entra en el mediascape como piano de existencia principal. 
Garhel parece hablar de una suerte de sistema escopico de la embriaguez iconica, donde 
imagen llama a imagen, para acabar saturando la vision. 

El cuerpo ampliado: las protesis 

La ilusion de una identidad y de un cuerpo fijo, determinado y limitado (herencia car- 
tesiana donde las haya) llega a su fin en la decada de los noventa de la mano de la inci- 
piente cultura protesica. Desde la creation de Arpanet (1969) hasta la popularization de 
Internet en los anos noventa, el tiempo transcurrido es relativamente poco, y sin embar¬ 
go los cambios son profundos y definitorios. La ampliation de los espacios de informa¬ 
tion hacia lo digital toma la forma de una gran protesis cerebral que se observa con una 
ilusion casi ilustrada. n La Red se imagina como un horizonte de nuevas oportunidades 
civicas capaces de repolitizar al ciudadano, de generar una ciudadania global, conectiva 
y expandida. Y asi la protesis se erige en metafora 14 fundamental de las transformaciones 
en los cuerpos (individuales y colectivos). 

A medida que las opciones telematicas van popularizandose en las sociedades de la 
information, las sociedades disciplinarias de control culminan el proceso de transfor¬ 
mation iniciado con el primer capitalismo siglos atras. De sociedades disciplinarias a 
sociedades de la seduction. Del subdito al consumidor. Del castigo al premio. Y es que 


13 Como resumen de este estado de euforia de la conectividad durante los anos noventa valga 
recordar las palabras de Derrick de Kerckhove: “ Mediante la realidad virtual y la robotica de tele- 
presencia nosotros proyectamos libremente nuestra conciencia fuera de nuestros cuerpos y podemos 
contemplarla objetivamente. Es la primera vez que los seres humanos han sido capaces de hacer tal 
cosa”. Kerckhove, Derrick: La piel de la cultura. Investigando la nueva realidad electronica. Gedisa, 
Barcelona, 1995, p. 33. 

14 Sobre la naturaleza de metafora corporea de los artefactos vale recordar unas palabras de McLuhan: 
“Todos los artefactos humanos son emisiones humanas, expresiones, y como tales son lingiiisticas y 
son entidades retoricas. Al mismo tiempo, la etimologia de todas las tecnologias humanas podemos 
hallarla en el cuerpo humano mismo: siempre encontramos dispositivos protesicos, mutaciones, me- 
taforas del cuerpo o de sus partes”, en McLuhan, Marshall y Eric: “Las leyes de los medios” (publi- 
cado postumamente en 1988), Madrid, CIC-Cuadernos de Informationy Comunicacion , Universidad 
Complutense de Madrid, Facultad de Ciencias de la Information, 2009, vol. 14, p. 316. 
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sen'a inutil en un sistema de produccion/poder basado en la comunicacion libidinal y 
lo visual, mantener logicas disciplinarias coactivas. La libertad queda superada por el 
indudable atractivo telegenico emancipador de las protesis; por la secular promesa de la 
definitiva liberation de lo fisico. 

Nos encontramos pues con unas omnipresentes tecnociencias (desde la biologia, la 
farmacologia, tecnologias de la information hasta la cirugia) que inciden en la obsoles- 
cencia del cuerpo humano como algo finito. Paula Sibilia apunta al hilo de esta expan¬ 
sion protesica: “(•••) lanzado a las nuevas cadencias de la tecnociencia, el cuerpo humano 
parece haber perdido su definition clasica y su solidez analogica: en la esfera digital se 
vuelve permeable, proyectable, programable.” 15 Esta “perdida de solidez” se manifiesta, al 
mismo tiempo y del mismo modo, en las superficies de los cuerpos organicos y sociales. A 
traves de la continua posibilidad de expansion por medio de las redes telematicas y otras 
protesis (quirurgicas o momentaneas), se articula un proceso exponencial de expansion 
corporal. 

En este tramo narrativo encontramos trabajos que abordan directamente la instaura- 
cion del regimen protesico como logica de transformation biopolitica. Protesis (1988), 
accion multimedia con tres narraciones visuales simultaneas, se constituye como un dis- 
curso paradigmatico de la contradictoria relacion del hombre con su propio cuerpo. Del 
conflicto con la imagen que de este se ha conformado, revisando las nociones de lo dado 
y lo construido, de lo natural y lo artificial. Durante la accion, no solo se pudo ver una 
operation a corazon abierto del propio Garhel -al que se le instalaba una valvula coro- 
naria- sino que se dispuso una camara de video como un actor y punto de vista mas, 
reconociendo al artefacto entidad como sujeto activo. 

La realidad virtual le sirve a Pedro Garhel en esta decada para reflexionar sobre 
la cuestion protesica y expansiva. Vertigo virtual (1993), realizada en la Alhambra de 
Granada, plantea una serie de preguntas sobre la relacion entre real y virtual (o expandi¬ 
do). Con un casco y guante de RV(realidad virtual), Garhel deambula por un entorno 
fisico y a la vez digital que enfatiza la complicada relacion entre los sentidos biologicos 
y los protesicos. Dos niveles simultaneos de presencia y perception que cognitivamente 
entran en conflicto, pese a ser referidos a un mismo sujeto y espacio. En Lumen Glorie 
(1994), perfomance desarrollada en la catedral de Leon, nos encontramos ante una obra 
clave dentro del recorrido discursivo de Garhel que sirve como resumen y apunte final a 
este recorrido biopolitico de dos decadas. Tras comenzar la accion ligado con una malla 
blanca en la cabeza que casi le suspende de las alturas desde donde se proyecta un potente 
foco, el perfomer acaba cortando esta ligazon para, tras buscar su propia luz por el espacio 
catedralicio, terminar encontrandola de nuevo al colocarse un casco de RV. Este transito 
de la trascendencia a lo digital expandido parece hablar de un proceso de busqueda y 
de sustitucion de la cosmovision; de una ontologia digital que ocupa el lugar de otra 
religiosa; de un reemplazamiento de la esencia religiosa a una esencia informatica; de la 
ontologia al codigo binario. 

No parece casual que estas dos obras tengan lugar en lugares tan significativos y em- 
blematicos como la Alhambra de Granada y la catedral de Leon, dos simbolos repletos 
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15 Sibilia, Paula: El hombre postorganico. Cuerpo, subjetividad y tecnologias digitales, Buenos Aires, 
Fondo de Cultura Economica, 2005, p. 14. 


de historia y significado para la nocion de poder politico. Dos espacios a los que —en el 
transcurso de sus acciones- se da la espalda al utilizar cascos de RV. Garhel parece anun- 
ciar aqui la sustitucion de los ambitos reales de la historia por los no-lugares digitales de 
la sociedad hiperconectada. Con este discurso sobre la deslocalizacion parece advertir 
la ya actual dinamica de reubicacion de los centros del poder, desde los espacios fisicos, 
tangibles y reconocibles hacia no lugares digitales, acefalos, en red. Un aviso a navegantes 
de lo que estaba consolidandose como tendencia operativa: el desplazamiento desde los 
espacios de poder topograficamente localizados hacia la indefinicion de un poder econo- 
mico global ajeno a la nocion de territorio o visibilidad. 

El cuerpo sobreexpuesto 

Excitadas las superficies de los cuerpos en un festin de expansion, a fuerza de ampliarse, 
conectarse, comunicarse, mostrarse y seducirse... acaban por sobreexponerse. Los cuer- 
pos/usuarios (individuales y colectivos), en este camino que hemos recorrido desde su 
emergencia como sujeto politico hasta el momento de la ampliation telematica, han sido 
constantemente reconfigurados. Esta reconfiguration ha sido de indole eminentemente 
semantica y tecnica: desde el punto de partida en aquella activation semiotica de la 
Transition, pasando por su ampliation a traves de las tecnologias de la information y su 
expansion protesica, hasta culminar su desmaterializacion en pura transparencia. 

El cuerpo que Garhel nos presenta como epigono de este relato ya no tiene ni lugar 
ni limites. Como indica el padre del concepto de sobreexposicion: “La crisis de concep¬ 
tualization de la dimension se convierte en crisis de la totalidad”. 16 Un agujero represen¬ 
tational es lo que queda tras el rastro de unos cuerpos que, a fuerza de expandirse, ya no 
pueden existir de un modo operativo. 

Esta operation de disolucion via tecnociencias se sustenta en la propia madurez del 
sistema politico espanol donde, fruto de la normalization democratica y de las exigencias 
tecnoeconomicas (globalization, liberalismo economico y teorias del Fin de la Historia), 
ya no hay conflicto real. Asi pareciera que “la politica puede abolirse porque no hay 
enemigo” 17 . Ciertamente la mutation biopolitica deja solo el leve rastro de “una domina¬ 
tion blanda y cautivadora”. 18 Un terreno en alta definition para la seduction constante¬ 
mente renovada donde el conflicto politico pierde su sentido. 

Asi es como el dispositivo intruso de Garhel, ese artefacto de intervention enuncia- 
tiva y performativa, culmina este discurso. Por un lado, el cuerpo politico colectivo ha 
quedado desactivado por su propia expansion, salud y buen funcionamiento. La des- 


16 Asi define Virilio la “sobreexposicion” relacionada con las nuevas tecnologias en su analisis urba- 
nistico pero aplicable al cuerpo politico: “No existe plenitud; el espacio no esta lleno de materia. En 
su lugar, una expansion sin limite aparece en la falsa perspectiva de las emisiones luminicas de las 
maquinas [...]. El antiguo ocultamiento privado/publico y la distincion entre el hogar y el trafico 
son reemplazadas por una sobreexposicion en la cual la diferencia entre ‘cercano’ y ‘lejano’ simple- 
mente cesa de existir, asi como la diferencia entre ‘micro’ y ‘macro’ se esfumo con el registro del 
microscopio electronico”, Virilio, Paul: “La ciudad sobreexpuesta ” en The Lost Dimension, Nueva 
York, ed. Semiotexte, 1991. 

17 Ramoneda, Josep: Despues de lapasionpolitica, Madrid, Taurus, 1999 (p. 21). 

18 Verdu, Vicente: El estilo del mundo. La vida en el capitalismo de ficcion, Barcelona, Anagrama, 
2003, p. 26. 
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afeccion ciudadana hacia las esferas participativas es, paradojicamente, el slntoma de su 
mejor salud e higiene. Por otra, el cuerpo organico, dentro del mismo proceso expansivo 
de sobreexposicion e hiperinformacion, queda obsoleto, no solo porque no hay conflicto 
politico para lidiar sobre las superficies de los cuerpo, sino porque como constructor y 
realidad ya solo puede existir entrando en la espiral de upgrade continuo (cirugla, farma- 
cologla, protesis, sistemas de perception expandida.. .)• Un cuerpo proyectado hacia una 
existencia digital, alterada y recombinatoria. 

El cuerpo es un problema. El cuerpo es el problema. As! lo atestigua la historia de 
Occidente, y as! lo hemos visto a traves de las dos decadas sobre las que hemos planeado. 
El cuerpo -como signo consciente o inconsciente- del mundo en que esta inscrito y que 
le permite existir redobla su position central como eje de organization social. Y as! logra 
hacerse mediante la logica tecnica, al igual que el sistema disciplinario, transparente. 
Casi invisible. Mediante todas las operaciones -consecuencia de los nuevos modos de 
production y de control-, de desbordamiento, expansion y transparencia, el cuerpo, en 
todas su acepciones, se posiciona como un ente especular; como esencialmente obsceno 
y tan penetrado por los flujos informativos que deja de contener cualquier tipo de notion 
que no sea la de la maxima visibilidad. Sin embargo hay que recordar que toda imagen 
transparente contiene en su interior un espejo negro. Una fuente de desgarro, dispuesta 
a ejecutar su violencia. 
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Public Body 

Constitution and Overexposure 


Abraham San Pedro 


There is no such thing as a natural body. Only a public body. Public bodies. Inscribed 
in the group, the family, society and the system of production, a body is nothing but an 
artefact issuing from the economic and political system generating it, and from where 
it has been constituted in its visual regime. As soon as the very first word is heard, the 
myth of the natural body is abolished. At the very instant of birth, language software is 
installed in the biological hardware in order to format any possible hint of naturalness in 
it. The knowledge/power production regime is thus indelibly programmed in each body 
to further a process of culturisation—of continuous upgrading—that will only conclude 
with the deactivation of the body (its physical death). 

An ongoing operation of corporeal remodelling cuts across the history of collective 
life. A systematics where the public body is inscribed in, and superimposed on, the bio¬ 
logical/organic body, because it is only in this way—within a cultural system—that it 
will be able to interact and to deploy itself as an actor. 1 Tikewise, the collective organic 
body (group, community) will only exist operationally as an active subject when it takes 
on the form of a public body (civil society), adopting the morphology and values that 
the production system inoculates it with. Political existence demands an integration into 
the disciplinary logic of identities. 

Thinking a body is the same as thinking its political value, its semiotic power of 
action in the political arena. Occupying a body is the same as occupying a political 
space, an ideological and economic territory. Operating from a body is nothing but 
implementing—in one way or another—the disciplinary system, its forms of production 
of knowledge/pleasure and capital. What happens then is that we must accept the body 
as the most genuine political product; as an artefact generated by the technical rationales 
of the political and visual economy of the system. 
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1 Aristotle defined man as a Zoon Politikon , that is, a political animal, understanding politics to 
be the network of connections, discourses, practices and institutions that cut across all subjects, 
horizontally and permeably. 


However, serialised bodies maintain their power to dislocate, to resettle within the 
global structure of meaning. Even when they carry with them their own signifiers, they 
have the potential to implement a strategy of relocating within the discourse, thus alter¬ 
ing its meaning. It is this operation of slipping away that Pedro Garhel carries out in his 
work relating to the body. A work in which he articulates his own body as a political 
device dedicated to a strategy of constative and performative intervention. 

Garhel adopts the strategy of the intrusive body. An unexpected narrative agent that 
recounts, expounds and advances the conflicts, needs and challenges taking place within 
the process of constitution, consolidation, expansion and dissolution of the public body 
of Spanish society. An evolutionary plot that starts from the dictatorship, examines the 
pacts that were reached during the Transition, the transitional period in which the coun¬ 
try shifted towards democracy, and arrives at its consolidation and expansion through 
the mass media and at its subsequent deactivation under the so-called “ Public Opinion 
Democracy Two levels of analysis, two simultaneous histories, converge in this lifecycle: 
firstly, the transformations within civil society (public body) and, secondly, those taking 
place within biological subjects (organic body). An evolutionary sequence enunciated 
(and announced) throughout the work he developed in the course of the two decades he 
spent in Madrid. 


The Body as Political Device 

For centuries the West has been transfixed by an identification between human body 
and transcendence. From the works of Polyclitus to Madame Bovary, certain ontological 
values were incorporated as a reflection and participation of the divine power in bodies, 
until we come to a 20th century which, in its techno-scientific flight from transcendence 
and beauty, left the body helpless against itself. Remitting exclusively to its own flesh, the 
days of its centrality in social life seemed to be numbered. Yet fortunately, the Cold War 
displaced the political conflict from the sphere of Nation-States towards body surfaces 
(bloc politics, McCarthy and his crusade in the USA, National-Catholicism in Spain...) 
ultimately turning every citizen into potential enemies or allies in a never-ending con¬ 
frontation. Grounded in Parsons’ theory of Structural Functionalism 2 and finding justifi¬ 
cation for the conflict in theories of rational choice, the world that came into being in the 
aftermath of World War II was a disciplinary space in a desperate quest for balance. To 
this end, and in a highly effective operation of logic, the decision was to resort to a state 
of permanent excitement/arousal of bodies 3 and of the political system itself. 

This operation of slippage of the political arena towards the biological sphere is what 
enabled the identification of the social body and the biological body as equivalents, not 
by virtue of a vicariate, but through sheer belonging and synecdoche. Where God used 
to be before, his place is now taken by the Social Order. Bodies—each one of them—are 


2 First published in 1951, The Social System by Talcott Parsons is essential reading for a proper 
understanding of the horizon of social order and its hegemonic technical-political cosmos during 
the Cold War. 

3 The new political topology of this bipolar world order falls back on a continuous arousal of bodies 
(based on suspicion, denunciation and identity) as the most efficient means to maintain the state 
of alertness legitimising its authority. 
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now being constituted as the political element where the systems of production of mean¬ 
ing and of economy operate in an endless battle. 

When Pedro Garhel arrived in Madrid in 1974, Spain was sliding through a space on 
the very limits of representation, through a “boundary of the present-day.” 4 The changes 
that were taking place—and those still to come—revealed not only the dearth of terms 
capable of defining that reality, but also the imminent arrival of sociological realities un¬ 
known up until then and which had to be outlined and negotiated. The country had to 
construct its identity, and with it, that of its citizens. The public body of Spaniards was at 
last—with its manifold emerging actions —capable of self-determination. It was in these 
interstitial areas, existing between what is known and what remains to be known, where 
Pedro Garhel’s work developed its strategy. The symbolic abstraction in the construction 
of a public body (Spanish civil society) is addressed from the self, incarnated in the body 
itself. A body that goes beyond mere participation in an attempt to function as a collec¬ 
tive linguistic vehicle, 5 acting as a catalyst for the social need for reflection; a process of 
collective reflection that would later be known as the Transicidn. 

The use of his own body as a political device (and subsequently, as an artistic artefact) 
should be construed as an exercise in intrusion, in re-appropriation, and in raising civic 
awareness. His is an eminently grammatical practice, a work of collective semantics, an 
exercise of responsibility in relation to his own socio-political context. In other words, 
an unambiguous yet at once dual exercise: on the one hand, sometimes expressing the 
reality of the changes then taking place (the “is”) and, on the other, incorporating the 
collective will (the “must be”). 

Almost as if it were a mirror (an inverted mirror, for it is executed as a constative 
intruder), Garhel’s device-body is constituted in an operation that is contrary to the pro¬ 
ductive processes of Post-Fordism. In contrast with the capitalisation and privatisation of 
bodies inscribed by the system with a systematic efficiency, Garhel’s device-body inverts 
its meaning, de-capitalising and collectivising it. Here we are looking at an offence to the 
corporeal as a serialised product of capital production processes; and we are also witness¬ 
ing its depoliticising aestheticisation. A whole strategy of inversion of the capitalist logic 
of bodies with the intention of repoliticising them. 

The Constituent Body 

In 1975, with the dictator already dead, political change was perceived as an urgent need 
by practically the whole of Spanish society. However, beyond the transformation that 
took place in the domain of legal technology, what was at stake was the disappearance of 
a seamless, unified central identity ( Spain as a Unity of Destiny in the Universal), in which 
the edifice of a disciplinary regime had built its foundations on bodies during forty years 
of dictatorship. In parallel to what had already been happening in the West for some dec¬ 
ades, the main problem lay in the breech of the gestalt of the “self.” Of an individual and 
at once collective “self.” Thus, Spain entered into an uncertain area, open to the infinite 


4 Irazuzta, Ignacio: “La sociedad en los hordes. Una representation ritual de la construction/de¬ 
construction de las fronteras sociales”, in Politicay sociedad, no. 36, Madrid, 2001, pp. 39-53. 

5 From a Hegelian viewpoint, we could understand that, when executing his works, the body of 
Pedro Garhel is no longer himself and becomes the Universal. 
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possibilities of constituting itself—its identity—as a public body, as an actor with the 
power to define its own being. 

Two works by Pedro Garhel from his early period in Madrid show the activation 
of his device-body in the process of constitution of Spanish society as a public body: 
Escultura viva [Living Sculpture] and Presencia [Presence]. In Escultura viva (1977), by 
enclosing—or freeing—the bodies in white meshes, Garhel stripped them of their dif¬ 
ferentiation and morphological attributes, turning the body inside out and revealing an 
interior that, severed from its apparent form, laid bare its inner revealed nature. That 
formal concealment functions as an unveiling of the essence (what is and cannot stop 
being). In this instance, the issue of the self/body is not far removed from that of the 
temporality, instability and malleability of the new postmodern body, distant from that 
now obsolete child of modernism. The Cartesian modern body/subject now becomes 
a dispersed body; a porous one; a fluid, changing body, vulnerable to the contingent, 
revealed as effectively alive. 

On examining the documentation about Presencia (1981), one is reminded of the 
words of the German constitutionalist lawyer Carl Schmitt in his description of the con¬ 
stituent political process: “Constitution = the principle of dynamic emergence of political 
unity, of the process of constantly renewed formation and emergence of this unity from a 
fundamental or ultimately effective power and energy. ’ 6 This description of the emergence 
of the political substratum at the moment of juridical constitution is expressed just as if 
Schmitt himself (time-travelling 60 years) had actually witnessed Garhel’s action in 1981. 
Only by focusing on the inscription of the work at that particular moment of constitution 
of the Spanish public body, will we be able to fully understand the univocal reading of that 
action: a substratum that underlies and emerges to become politically activated. 

The Transactional Body 

In Your Body is a Battleground (1989), Barbara Kruger summarised the decade of the 
1980s and the ones that bookended it. Behind this statement—which ought to be con¬ 
textualised within feminist demands and post-structuralist studies 7 —lies a critical stance 
adopted vis-a-vis the disciplinary society of production of bodies. The backdrop of inter¬ 
national conservatism instituted by the rise to power of Margaret Thatcher and Ronald 
Reagan in 1980, posits a semiotic scenario radically different from that of the previous 
decade. Monetary recession, industrial restructurings, Khomeini’s ascent to power, the 
increasing presence of the mass media in society, the emergence of AIDS and ofMT — 
with its libidinal consumption superstructure—the incessant atomic threat, and a zeal¬ 
ous cult of the body (Californian style) mark the beginning of a decade whose progress 
would witness a redefinition of the body and its uses. 

This conceptual horizon, that would slowly permeate Spain throughout the decade, 
should be viewed in the light of the main issue facing Spanish society at the time: its own 
definition. In Tonnies’ parameters, it is the shift from Gemeinschaft to Gesellscha.fi, from 
Community to Society. When there is no pact or negotiation concerning the processes 
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6 Schmitt, Carl: Teona de la Constitucion, Madrid, Alianza Universidad Textos, 1992, p. 31. 

7 The first among which is the absolutely essential The History of Sexuality by Michel Foucault, and 
its later queer epigone with Judith Butler and gender performative theories. 


of collective identification, there is no community, let alone a civil society (public body). 8 
In the case of Spanish society, the operation that was being agreed upon was nothing 
but an addition of collective stances and self-images. The recognition of The Other/ 
Otherness as identical and sharing a same system of values. 

As Lipset said, 9 the key to the integration of citizenry in a democracy—beyond the 
growth of the middle class and beyond a certain economic development—lies in negotia¬ 
tion, in moderation, in a pact between political agents. A process that has its equivalences 
in the domain of biological bodies, since the individual body is the place of negotiation 
with the world, where each one transacts its contracts with the outside world. The sur¬ 
faces of each individual are nothing but the contracts binding him or her with others, 
the space of definition of contractual relationships. The—political and biological—skin 
is like a notorization. 

That particular historical moment, defined by pacts on identities and interests, mu¬ 
tual recognition, a necessary superimposition of the divergent drives to reform and to 
break completely with the past, is captured well in Solar 1990 (1983), OKI OK (1982) 
and Bikanten (1984). In Solar 1990, the body wearing a white mesh that emerges from 
a vacant lot is The Other, an unknown alterity in search of recognition from Madrid’s 
passers-by. Hidden behind the white skin of the fabric, Garhel is Otherness, hoping to 
be accepted within difference; he is the (not so convex) mirror in which—through proc¬ 
esses of identification and differentiation—all the citizens intercepted by this action may 
construct themselves, by agreeing on difference as a basic element of social understand¬ 
ing. In OK / OK, he resorts to an argument between a couple in order to condense the 
essential nature of conflict: two confronting bodies fighting to impose on each other. 
In that work, simultaneously with the micronarratives, there are powerful echoes of the 
confrontations between the two Spains, now forced to recognise each other and to coex¬ 
ist. Bikanten examines the notion of human interconnection, but introducing the TV 
screen, an element that will configure his later discourse and creative practice. While 
the TV monitor is on, interloping with its mere presence, communication between the 
performers is foreclosed. A new technical and media stage appears in the living rooms of 
every home. 


The Body of Public Opinion 

In parallel with the development of the media in the 1980s, Western democratic systems 
enter into a new phase. Virtually without exception, the expansion and penetration of 
information processes in an ever more extensive civil society (expanded public body) 
gradually give shape to a social base that is increasingly informed and therefore capable 
of generating views based on knowledge. However, this change of level also produces 


8 As Marisa Revilla states: “The importance of political participation—beyond the possibility of 
integrating individuals into the political arena—lies in the incorporation of collective integration 
processes into the production of the social and political order, and in the intervention of collec¬ 
tive interests in the development of democracy,” Revilla Blanco, Marisa: “Participacion politica: lo 
individual y colectivo en el juego democratico "in Benedicto, Jorge & Moran, Maria Luz: Sociedad 
y politica, temas de sociologiapolitica, Madrid, Alianza, 1996, p. 299. 

9 Lipset, Seymour Martin: Political Man. The Social Bases of Politics, (first edition 1960). 
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a change of quality 10 now that the press is joined by the mass media and, above all, by 
voting polls and surveys as new factors and agents in political action. The growing sig¬ 
nificance of these communicational elements—which ultimately occupy a central posi¬ 
tion in the political system—transforms the democratic game into what is known as a 
democracy of public opinion. 

The dependency on feedback, which determines political action outside the legiti¬ 
mate mechanisms of the ballot box, could be summarised in Alain Mine’s words as fol¬ 
lows: “What prevails is a bizarre worship of the immediate, in clear synchronicity with 
the totalitarianism of the instantaneity so naturally practiced by television: it is necessary 
to capture the desires of public opinion and bow to them, at every moment and in every 
situation ” n Technological development, through an increase in the amounts of available 
information, ends up transforming operational mechanisms and, ultimately, the very 
nature of the political decision-making system. That is, its very own democratic essence. 
Trapped within never-ending informational flows, both politics and politicians enter 
into the domain of spectacularisation and total transparency of the information society. 
Trivialisation as an adaptive strategy inexorably leading to politics as a simulacrum 12 of 
itself. More present than ever in civic life, political life mutates into a cathodic spectacle 
for all audiences. 

As in a perfect mirror, individual bodies are simultaneously prey to the very same 
process of over-information and saturation. The bodybuilding culture, the democrati- 
sation of cosmetic and reconstructive surgery, the cult of the body, the renewed and 
constant arousal of gazes towards bodies of desire by virtue of TV culture, are part of 
the same process of libidinal mediation. By affirming its nature as merchandise and its 
Market Value, the body sets itself up as two-dimensional. Advertising, music videos and 
election polls enter into an alliance within a single global phenomenon of the reconfigu¬ 
ration of bodies. 

Against this backdrop of the incorporation of the system of apparatuses into the very 
working of bodies, Garhel responds with a new creative period in which—inasmuch as 
a direct sign (and symbol) of the mass media—he incorporates television into his prac¬ 
tice as yet another actor. What underlies this creative phase is a need to reformulate the 
relationships between man and his systems of artefacts, the demand to rethink—due to 
its obsolescence—the distinction between object and subject which, up until then, had 
defined experiential categories. 


10 As McLuhan seminally stated around 1965 “[...] the medium is the message. This is merely to say 
that the personal and social consequences of any medium—that is, of any extension of ourselves— 
result from the new scale that is introduced into our affairs by each extension of ourselves, or by 
any new technology”, McLuhan, Marshall: Understanding Media. The Extensions of Man, The MIT 
Press, 1994, p. 7. 

11 Minc, Alain: La borrachera democrdtica. El nuevo poder de la opinion publica , Madrid, Temas de 
hoy, Madrid, 1995, p. 194. 

12 As Jean Baudrillard wrote in 1984: “The transpolitical is the transparency and obscenity of all 
structures in a destructured universe;” adding when addressing the simulacrum characterising the 
times: “the real does not efface itself in favour of the imaginary, it effaces itself in favour of the more 
real than the real: the hyper-real. The truer than true: this is simulation,” Baudrillard, Jean: Fatal 
Strategies, Semiotext(e), The MIT Press, 2008, pp. 45 and 29 respectively. 
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In this way, Ewas (1985) depicts a situation of intimate interaction between a mother 
and daughter, gradually modified by the presence of a video camera. Here we see how 
the inclusion of a technological artefact—shown by virtue of its distorting effects on 
the action as yet another subject—has an effect on the obsolete distinction between 
animated subject and inanimate object. It is also a reflection on the consequences of 
telecommunication on intimate spheres; on how the possibility to be tele-vised alters the 
most intimate forms of behaviour. With Atldntida (1986) and Dedicado a la memoria 
(1986), Garhel composes mosaics of self-images predicated on visual telematic tech¬ 
nologies, fragmentary, synthetic and mediated self -imagos. New expanded models (of the 
self). Visions that are determined by the technological support they are built with. Once 
again, a new warning about the inevitable alteration of the nature of bodies when their 
life horizon migrates towards the space of the media. In turn, Big Bang ( 1986) comments 
on the fragmentary, partial, repetitive structure of the recreation of the event once reality 
enters the mediascape as the chief plane for existence. Garhel seems to be speaking of a 
kind of scopic system of iconic inebriation, where one image calls for yet another image, 
ultimately saturating the vision. 

The Expanded Body: Prostheses 

The illusion of a fixed, determined and boundaried body and identity (a Cartesian legacy 
par excellence) was dealt a fatal blow in the 1990s by the hand of the incipient prosthetic 
culture. The time elapsed from the creation of ARPANET in 1969 to the popularisation 
of the Internet in the 1990s is relatively short and yet, notwithstanding, the changes are 
both profound and defining. The expansion of information spaces towards the digital 
took on the shape of a large cerebral prosthesis observed with an almost enlightened an¬ 
ticipation. 13 The Net is imagined as a horizon for new civic opportunities, capable of re¬ 
politicising the citizen, of producing a global, connective and expanded citizenry. Thus, 
the prosthesis emerges as an essential metaphor 14 of the transformations taking place in 
(individual and collective) bodies. 

As telematic options become more popular in information societies, the disciplinary 
control societies culminate the process of transformation initiated centuries ago with early 
capitalism. From disciplinary societies to Seduction societies. From subject to consumer. 
From punishment to reward. This is because in a production/power system predicated on 
libidinal communication and on the visual, it would prove useless to maintain disciplinary 
coactive logics. Freedom is superseded by the unquestionable emancipating telegenic ap¬ 
peal of prostheses, by the century-old promise of the liberation from the physical. 


13 To realise the state of euphoria of connectivity in the 1990s, we may recall the words by Derrick 
de Kerckhove: “With virtual reality and telepresence robotics we literally project our consciousness 
outside our bodies and see it “objectively”. This is the first time that humans have been able to do 
this.” Kerckhove, Derrick: The Skin of Culture, London, Kogan Page, 1997, p. 5. 

14 On the corporeal metaphor of artefacts, we can recall here the words by McLuhan: “All human 
artefacts are human utterances, or outerings, and as such they are linguistic and rhetorical entities. 
The etymology of all human technologies is to be found in the human body itself: they are, as it 
were, prosthetic devices, mutations, metaphors of the body or its parts”, in McLuhan, Marshall & 
McLuhan, Eric: Laws of Media, University of Toronto Press, 1992. 
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We are thus facing omnipresent technosciences (from biology to pharmacology, from 
information technologies to surgery) that insist on the obsolescence of the human body as 
something finite. In relation to this prosthetic expansion, Paula Sibilia writes: “[...] due 
to the new rhythms of technoscience, the human body appears to have lost its classical 
definition, its analogical solidity. In the digital sphere it has become permeable, predict¬ 
able and programmable.” 15 That “loss of solidity” is at the same time and in the same way 
expressed on the surfaces of the organic and of the social bodies. An exponential process 
of corporal expansion is articulated through the continuous possibility of expansion by 
means of telematic networks and other (either surgical or temporary) prostheses. 

It is in this narrative plot where we come across works directly dealing with the 
instauration of the prosthetic regime as a logic of biopolitical transformation. Protests 
[Prosthesis], 1988, a multimedia action with three simultaneous visual narrations, be¬ 
comes a paradigmatic discourse about the contradictory relationship of the human being 
with his/her own body; about the conflict with the image that has been configured with 
that body, revising the notions of the given and of the constructed, of the natural and the 
artificial. During the action, it was possible not only to witness the open heart surgery 
practiced on Garhel himself with the installation of a coronary valve inside him: a video 
camera was placed as if it were yet another actor and viewpoint, subsequently recognising 
the status of the artefact as an active subject. 

In this decade, Pedro Garhel used virtual reality to reflect on the prosthetic and 
expansive question. Made in La Alhambra in Granada, Vertigo virtual (1993) poses a 
number of questions regarding the relationship of the real and the virtual (or expanded). 
Wearing a helmet and a VR glove, Garhel moves within a physical and at the same time 
digital environment that emphasises the complex relationship between the biological 
and the prosthetic senses. Two simultaneous levels of presence and perception clashing 
at a cognitive level despite referring to the same subject and space. Lumen Glorie (1994), 
a performance developed in the cathedral in Leon, is a key work in GarhePs discursive 
trajectory, in some ways acting as a summary and as a final notation of that biopolitical 
journey of two decades. After the beginning of the action, and with a white mesh fabric 
around his head, nearly suspending him from the heights where a powerful spotlight 
is projected, the performer severes this connection and, after looking for his own light 
through the space of the cathedral, ends up finding it again when he puts on a VR hel¬ 
met. That passage from transcendence to the expanded digital seems to be commenting 
on a process of search and replacement of a cosmovision; on a digital ontology occupying 
the place of a religious one; on the replacement of the religious essence by a computerised 
one; of ontology by the binary code. 

It strikes one as no coincidence that these two works took place in venues as sig¬ 
nificant and emblematic as La Alhambra in Granada and the cathedral in Leon, two 
symbols charged with history and meaning for the notion of political power. Two spaces 
which, in the course of his actions, Garhel turns his back on when using VR helmets. 
What the artist seems to be announcing here is the replacement of the real domains of 
history by the digital non-places of the hyper-connected society. With this discourse on 
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15 Sibilia, Paula: El hombre postorganico. Cuerpo, subjetividad y tecnologtas digitales, Buenos Aires, 
Fondo de Cultura Economico, 2005, p. 14. 


displacement he seems to underscore the already topical dynamic or relocation of centres 
of power, from physical, tangible and recognisable spaces towards digital, acephalous, 
net-connected non-places. A warning to navigators about what was being consolidated as 
an operative tendency: the displacement from topographically localised spaces of power 
towards the non-definition of a global economic power removed from any notion of ter¬ 
ritory or visibility. 


The Overexposed Body 

With body surfaces aroused in unbridled expansion, through their extension, connec¬ 
tion, mutual communication, display and seduction, they end up overexposing them¬ 
selves. On the path we have travelled from their emergence as a political subject to 
the moment of telematic expansion, (individual and collective) bodies/users have been 
constantly reconfigured. That configuration has been eminently semantic and technical: 
from the starting point of the semiotic activation of the Transition, through their expan¬ 
sion by means of information technologies and prosthetic expansion, to the climax of 
their dematerialisation in pure transparency. 

The body Garhel presents to us as the epigone of this narration no longer has either 
a place or limits. As claimed by the father of the concept of overexposure: “The crisis in 
the conceptualisation of dimension becomes the crisis of the whole.” 16 A representational 
hole is what remains as the trace of some bodies that, by sheer expansion, are no longer 
capable of existing in an operational mode. 

This operation of dissolution via technosciences is predicated on the very maturity 
of the Spanish political system where by virtue of the democratic normalisation and 
of techno-financial demands (globalisation, economic liberalism and theories about the 
End of History) there is no longer a real conflict. Thus, it would seem that “politics could 
be abolished for want of an enemy.” 17 Certainly ,the biopolitical mutation leaves only 
a light trace of “a bland and captivating domination.” 18 A high-definition terrain for a 
constantly renewed seduction, where political conflict loses all meaning. 

And so, this is how Garhel’s intrusive device, that artefact of a constative and per¬ 
formative intervention, brings this discourse to a close. On one hand, the collective 
public body has been deactivated through its own expansion, health and good perform¬ 
ance. The indifference or disillusionment of citizens with regards participative domains is 
paradoxically the symptom of good health and hygiene. On the other hand, the organic 
body within the very expansive process of overexposure and hyperinformation has been 
rendered obsolete, not only for the lack of a political conflict to act over the surfaces of 


16 That is how Virilio defines “overexposure” related with the new technologies in his analysis of 
urbanism, though applicable to the public body: “There is no plenum; space is not filled with 
matter. Instead, an unbounded expanse appears in the false perspective of the machines’ luminous 
emissions [...]. The ancient private / public occultation between housing and traffic are replaced 
by an overexposure in which the difference between “near” and “far” simply ceases to exist, just as 
the difference between “micro” and “macro” vanished in the scanning of the electron microscope”, 
Virilio, Paul: “The Overexposed City” in The Lost Dimension, New York, Semiotexte, 1991. 

17 Ramoneda, Josep: Despues de lapasion politico , Madrid, Taurus, 1999, p. 21. 

18 Verdu, Vicente: El estilo del mundo. La vida en el capitalismo de fiction, Barcelona, Anagrama, 
2003, p. 26. 
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the bodies, but because, as a constructor and reality, it may only exist by entering into the 
spiral of continuous upgrading (surgery, pharmacology, prostheses, expanded perception 
systems...). A body projected towards a digital, altered and recombinatorial existence. 

The body is a problem. The body is the problem. That is something Western history 
demonstrates and something we have seen in the two decades we have glossed over. The 
body, as the conscious and unconscious sign of the world it is ascribed to and that allows 
it to exist, redoubles its core position as the mainstay of social organisation. And thus 
it succeeds—similarly to the disciplinary system—in making itself transparent. Almost 
invisible. Through all the operations of overflowing, expansion and transparency—de¬ 
riving from the new means of production and control—the body, in all its meanings, 
positions itself as a specular entity; as something so essentially obscene and penetrated 
by informational flows that it no longer contains any kind of notion other than that of 
utmost visibility. However, one should bear in mind that any transparent image contains 
a black mirror inside it. A source of division, ready to inflict its violence. 
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